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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Isaiah 35:8 – Highway of Holiness

A number of years ago researchers performed an experiment to see the effect hope has on those undergoing hardship. Two sets of laboratory rats were placed in separate tubs of water. The researchers left one set in the water and found that within an hour they had all drowned. The other rats were periodically lifted out of the water and then returned. When that happened, the second set of rats swam for over 24 hours. Why? Not because they were given a rest, but because they suddenly had hope! 
Those animals somehow hoped that if they could stay afloat just a little longer, someone would reach down and rescue them. If hope holds such power for unthinking rodents, how much greater should is effect be on our lives.
Into with recap of 13th Nov: 

· Judgement - exile

· Edom, (descendants of Esau)

· Hope. 5 pictures - 
Big message - God is not finished with his people. Their lives and the nation’s fortunes will be transformed. God's intension was to bring his people Israel back to the Promised Land. The exile in Babylon wasn’t forever! 

And history records for us that this return of many of the Jews did indeed take place, as promised. Took place when the Babylonian super power fell to the up and coming Persians and their leader Cyrus claimed the throne – around 540 BC. One of his first acts was to announce the release of the Jewish population – they were free to go. And what’s more, he would provide military and financial support to those who wanted to return. Here was the highway that Isaiah had foretold! 

Here was the way made by the Lord as he moved in the heart of Cyrus. How wonderful are the ways of God, how beyond our understanding is his power and ability to bring about his purposes.

But this is not the end of the story! One thing we’ve seen a few times in the last few weeks is this ‘now and not yet’ way of prophecy. A key to OT prophecy in the Bible is to understand that it rarely had a single, once for all fulfilment. Very often God has in mind multiple fulfilments – and that is the case here. Yes there was the return of the Jews to their homeland after Cyrus’ proclamation - but the greater fulfilment will be when Jesus came into the world. 

This prophecy was never intended to end (find complete fulfilment) with the return to the Promised Land – it had in mind the birth, the life and the ministry of Jesus whilst he was here on earth AND the ongoing effects of his time and work here on earth. Jesus arrival on earth would take this prophecy to another level, ushering in a new era thus giving this prophecy a yet greater fulfilment.

How do we know this? Because Jesus himself says so! Look at this – Rd Matt 11:2-6! What could be clearer?! Jesus says here that his coming brings about this great transformation. He is doing just what Isaiah was talking about - opening eyes, unstopping deaf ears, to healing the lame and giving speech to the dumb. Draw your own conclusions he says! 

Jesus coming brings in a new era, a new day; a new epoch in the history of the world. He came to transform people’s lives. This is why the Xian message is called ‘Good News’! Jesus is about change, transformation; replacing the old, worn out unsatisfying, purposeless life with a new one. New understanding, new purpose, new hope. Since his time millions whose lives were directionless, who were groping after meaning, who were deaf to reality, who stumbled through life, tripping and falling have found that Jesus has given life, and joy; their hearts skip and sing, they want to shout for joy at the change that Jesus brings. 
I want to focus in on this highway of holiness provided to take the people home. Highway, lit a ‘causeway’, a high way, elevated road. He’s saying here that the road home would be easy, unmistakable, unobstructed. 

And so it proved to be. Not a physical road, but a journey back to the promised land made easy by the help of Cyrus who gave them money, military support and anything else they needed for the journey. 

The longer term fulfilment is of course the way back to God himself! We were made for heaven, made to be with God; that is our home, that’s where we want to get back to.

Remarkably, not only did Jesus say that his coming marked this new era of transformation, but he also said ‘I am the way, the truth and the Life, no one comes to the Father but by me’. This highway Isaiah speaks of is figurative of none other than Jesus himself! He is the way – the way to the Father, the way home! 

Let us look at the features of this HIGHWAY and we’ll see this clearly: 

1. A Holy way – v8 ‘It will be called the way of holiness’.
· ‘Holy’ simply means ‘dedicated’ or to use the old fashioned word ‘hallowed’ – set apart. This highway is no ordinary road, it is distinct and different. Jesus is the personification of someone set apart, dedicated to God and purity. He said himself that he only came to do his Fathers will; with regards to purity – he was spotless, no sin at all.

· Those who come home to God must also be ‘clean’ – v8. Those who would travel on this road must be ‘holy’ themselves. This road isn’t just for anyone to travel - there is a toll to pay before we get on this road, there’s a price to pay! It’s the price of repentance & of dedication to Jesus who alone can make us clean, pure in the sight of a holy God. Yet wonderfully, we don’t buy this with condition, don’t have to – it’s given to us by Jesus when we ask him. We receive it as a gift. If we would hope to get home to God we must go via the highway of holiness, and be clean ourselves. Have you started?

2. A Harmless way! ‘No lion will be there, nor will any ferocious beast get up onto it; they will not be found there.’ v9.

Ours is a dangerous world. Satan goes around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. He lurks with intent to tempt, lure and destroy – but he’s tied up. Illu – pilgrims progress.  

There are many other things that would trip us up and hinder us, that hold us back or distract us – possessions, position and power can all destroy people. Then we have our human nature to contend with!   

Yet as we follow Jesus and travel through life with him we can do so safely. He is stronger than any enemy, more than a match for the devil, the world and ourselves! We are more than conquerors through him. Nothing can separate us from his love and nothing can thwart his purposes in our life as we walk life with Jesus. 

Neither is there any danger in Jesus himself. Many other ways seem harmless, but end up being destructive. Many so called ways of salvation, but always end in abuse of self or others and neglect of God. A thing is not harmless if it doesn’t focus on Jesus! In fact it is deadly dangerous because it is actually leading away from God!  

But in Jesus there is nothing harmful! Who can have too much love, joy, peace, grace, kindness, goodness, patience, long suffering, self control, etc, etc! 

So we can follow Jesus in complete safety and know he’ll get us safely home. Which is next – 

3. A Homeward way - “And the ransomed of the Lord will return. They will enter Zion with singing and everlasting joy will overtake them.’ v10.

Cp Isaiah 51:11

Sometimes the way with Jesus seems tough – but he is surely leading us home! Jn 14:1-4. What can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus? Rom 8:35. No, all things work together for the good of those who love him. Whatever the circumstances we know that God knows the way he takes and he will lead us home. 2 Tim 4:7 says ‘I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing’. There is a certainty of destination. Once we’ve started we will get there, the road leads home!

4. A Happy way! “They will enter Zion with singing, everlasting joy shall crown their heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away.” v10. 
Happiness is often sought in the form of human & earthly pleasures or selfish possessions; but such happiness is short-lived and disappointing. We can only find true happiness as we find it in Jesus. We cannot enjoy ourselves in the highest sense unless we enjoy God. He is the source of real and lasting happiness.

When we accept Jesus as Saviour and Lord, we begin to travel the heavenly highway, which is God’s happy way to life eternal, life in God's presence, live in the glory of heaven. There joy and gladness will reign forever, there all “sorrow and sighing shall flee away”. 

Even though the journey there may be tinged, and sometimes more than tinged, with sadness and difficulty, knowing where we’re going, knowing what is in store for us can give us a joy and deeper peace than the troubles that so often afflict us. John Maxwell’s ‘Hope’ quote – ‘where there’s no hope in the future there’s no power for the present’. In Jesus we can know happiness regardless of happenings – joy that is based on the person and purposes of God in Jesus. 

So all that’s left for me to do is to ask the question - Are you travelling the “highway of holiness?” If not, trust Jesus as your personal Saviour, and begin walking with him, trusting him, on the holy, harmless, homeward and happy way. 
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